It is by no means a trivial matter to undertake a research project and produce an academic paper to a publishable standard. However, it is not as difficult as many university teachers who do not publish believe. The single most difficult step is the first one of getting started. Once this has been taken the apparent enormity of the problem often substantially dwindles. Eight points are suggested which it is hoped will be of help to beginners. This paper gives practical tips as to how to begin this research process and how to obtain the help that so many university teachers need in the early stages of their publishing careers.
Introduction Introduction
This paper addresses a vital issue for academic staff at a business school or a business studies department within a university as to how to prepare an academic or scholarly paper for publication. The issue is important because many university teachers either do not write scholarly papers at all or do not produce a sufficient number to be confirmed in their posts or to be promoted. This paper especially focuses on the problem of preparing a paper to a standard that will be accepted for publication in a refereed academic journal of international standing. This means that the work will have to report on some aspect of research conducted by the author or authors and be presented in such a way that it is considered by his or her peers to be a valuable contribution to the discipline.
As the subject of writing an academic paper is seldom addressed in the academic literature, this paper fills a gap. It consists of a discussion of the reasons why would-beauthors have problems with their research and the publishing thereof. The paper then suggests a framework or set of guidelines for those wishing to embark on an academic writing career. Eight important steps in producing an academic paper are described. Finally, the paper also includes some suggestions from editors of academic journals on how to improve the chance of successful publication.
It is hoped that this paper will encourage those academics who have not yet established themselves as researchers to begin to do so. After all, research is one of the most interesting and challenging aspects of an academic career. Furthermore, if undertaken in a positive way it can be great fun. In the words of Keen (1980) : "Research should be fun rather than a grind and one should believe in its relevance and value."
Why write academic papers? Why write academic papers?
Although the primary motivation for writing academic papers is usually for professional purposes, it need not be a burdensome task. Many academics obtain much satisfaction, not only from having their work published but also from the process of producing high quality research and writing it up in an interesting way. Leading academics are often driven to publish large numbers of papers because of the exciting challenges involved in answering the research question itself. Others simply find the research process and the writing up thereof a useful way of positioning themselves in the academic market for jobs etc.
Sometimes, academics are faced with pressure to publish a large number of papers and, in so doing, may be less attentive to quality than they could be. The quality issue is important, referring not only to the research and the writing but also to the standing of the journal to which the academic paper is submitted. All fields of study have a hierarchy of journals and it is important for academics to target an appropriate journal for their work (Lee 2000) .
In looking at why academic papers are written, at least six common but not necessarily mutually exclusive, reasons can be identified.
1. To make known the results of research, i.e. a contribution to the body of knowledge.
2. To embark on an academic career.
3. To ensure the confirmation of an academic post at a university.
4. To obtain promotion at a university.
5. To qualify for a degree.
6. To obtain funding for the university.
Academic papers and dissertations Academic papers and dissertations
It is important to note that there is a definite similarity between producing academic papers and writing a research dissertation. Many of the steps in both these projects are very much alike. The main difference between these two research activities is related to the scale of the work. Whereas the maximum length of an academic paper is likely to be about 30 pages, even short dissertations to accompany Masters' degrees by course work are likely to be at least 50 pages long. Masters' degrees based on dissertations alone are likely to be more than 100 pages and doctorates are often between 300 and 400 pages. Despite these differences in scale, writing academic papers for publication needs to follow a similar approach. For this reason the academic paper writer will find being familiar with the rules for preparing dissertations most valuable. There is a considerable body of literature on this subject (Becker 1986 (Becker , 1999 Black et al 1999; Booth et al 1995; Cantor 1993; Creswell 1994 and Huff, 1998) .
The difficulty in getting started as a The difficulty in getting started as a published academic published academic
There are a number of factors deterring or slowing down academic teachers from publishing. It is important to recognise these problems and find solutions to overcome them.
Some of the more common barriers to getting started with an academic publishing career are:
• not understanding what is required;
• fear of failure;
• lack of commitment to the need to publish;
• lack of support from the institution;
• negative motivation.
Not understanding what is required
Many academics who have not yet published a paper in an academic refereed journal believe that the contribution to knowledge required to be made in a paper before it is worthy of publishing is much greater than is actually necessary. In discussion with individuals who have felt unable to publish, the comment "… but that would not be good enough" is frequently repeated. To such individuals the writing of a paper is a monumentally difficult task that could be equated in their minds to obtaining a research degree. Of course, in reality this is not the case. They often do not understand the criteria for a published paper or are not aware of the different types of papers, which are acceptable to academic journals.
Research papers may be theoretical or empirical. They may be based on one case study or a large sample. The variety of research approaches, analysis and synthesis is quite vast (Remenyi et al 1998) . The amount of diversity, faced by a new researcher, is often bewildering and can lead to problems in deciding how and where to start. Once again, the real problem is often that of being spoilt for choice and not knowing how to choose from the options available.
Fear of failure
The fear of writing a paper and having it rejected is an important inhibitor to those who have not already established a publishing track record. Indeed, would-be authors must be prepared for a considerable amount of rejection (Hammermesh, 1992 ). An editor may reject a paper out of hand because it is not on a topic suitable for his or her journal. A paper may be rejected by one or more of the referees as being poorly written, irrelevant, out of date, misinformed, to mention only four possible reasons (Thomas 1995 
Lack of commitment to the need to publish
From the very beginning of the research it is important that there is a strong commitment to the task at hand. If the researcher is not fully committed there is a high possibility of abandonment of the project. Typically, working on an academic paper is not perceived as having a high degree of urgency. Although it is, no doubt, very important to publish, it is frequently an eminently postponable event. This is especially true in the case of the first piece of research as this will clearly occur before any research or publishing momentum has been built up. The first research experience, particularly if it is not undertaken as a collaborative effort with an experienced researcher, has nothing to build upon. Such a case could easily require three or even six months for a thorough review of the literature.
Lack of support from the institution
Undertaking research for publication can be very demanding (Easterby-Smith et al.1993) .
Research funding consumes a considerable amount of time and may require substantial funds. The research and publication process may also be emotionally demanding. The researcher may experience diverse emotions during the research process, from uncertainty and doubts to exhilaration or interest, from enthusiasm to boredom, from frustration to delight at the anticipation of completion. Easterby-Smith et al (1993) claim that the emotional cost of crises that arise during research is high and it is, therefore, important to consider both the technical and emotional support that is available. Support can be sought in a number of areas, including colleagues, supervisors or family.
It is impossible to envisage research today without the use of the Internet and e-mail specifically. E-mail allows the researcher to exchange ideas with colleagues from all over the world, either directly on a one-to-one basis, or by way of research community lists, or through discussion groups. This facility is extremely powerful and should be used extensively. In addition to the Internet, the Web offers a treasure trove of useful information concerning many topics and fields of study, which the researcher may well find useful. The criticism of the Web is often that there is too much data or information available which can cause difficulty in ascertaining which part of the data or information are actually most relevant. Of course, search engines, directories and filters may be used to facilitate the use of the Web.
It is not a trivial matter to become a skilled user of the Web. It takes time to learn about the various search engines and directories and to be able to use them effectively. Many experienced academics have not been able to find the time to devote to this exercise and, therefore, do not obtaining the full value available to them from the Web.
All research projects incur costs. Large-scale medical or engineering research projects may cost millions of pounds. On the other hand, small-scale research projects in the social sciences or in business and management studies may only cost a few hundred pounds. In general, empirical research will be more costly than theoretical.
Negative motivation
The expression "publish or perish" is well known. The concept behind this slogan is that if university teachers do not publish they will not be confirmed in their posts and they will not be eligible for promotion. Although this may well express the reality which university teachers face, it is a totally negative attitude. It is well established that threats are not good motivating agents but often work in the opposite way, i.e. they de-motivate those at whom they are aimed. This is probably especially the case with university teachers who are often strongly independently minded. It would be much more useful if a direct and immediate reward was associated with having academic papers published.
Factors that contribute to the failure of a Factors that contribute to the failure of a research project research project
There are a number of factors contributing to the failure of an academic paper. These include inter alia:
• unrealistic expectations, ambitions or targets;
• lack of focus;
• a high risk topic;
• lack of theoretical knowledge -failure to build on ones strengths;
• lack of methodological skills;
• inability to know when to stop;
• lack of knowledge of appropriate journals.
Any one of the above seven factors can individually or jointly be the cause of the noncompletion of an academic paper and ultimately, even if the paper is completed, these issues will probably lead to an inferior piece of work.
It is important to note that the publishing process assumes a high level of integrity on the parts of the authors, the journal and the referees. The results of a research project may not be published if the editor or the referees have concerns about any aspect of the authenticity of the work. It is therefore important that the highest standard or research ethics be applied (Remenyi et al 1998, pp 227-228) .
How to produce a publishable How to produce a publishable academic paper academic paper
Having discussed many of the problems associated with conducting projects and writing an academic paper, there follow some guidelines on producing publishable papers.
Although it is by no means a trivial matter to undertake a research project and produce an academic paper to a publishable standard, it is not as difficult as many university teachers who do not publish believe. The single, most difficult step is the first one and once this has been taken the apparent enormity of the problem dwindles.
The amount of work depends entirely upon the starting point of the author. If the author has just completed a Master's, a doctorate, or other research degree, then he or she may simply be able to rewrite one or more of the chapters in the dissertation and submit that work to a journal. The amount of work involved in such a case may be minimal, perhaps no more than a few days' or weeks' effort. On the other hand, if the author has not recently completed a research degree then the production of a publishable academic paper may require a separate research programme to be started. A piece of work of this nature could take from several months to several years to complete.
It is most important for the novice researcher and author to understand that there is a steep learning curve in the production of academic papers. The first paper is a great challenge and may take a long time to complete. However, by the time three or four or five papers have been published, the researcher will have learnt how to produce a first class piece of work with only a fraction of the original effort required for the first paper.
A novice, especially one who does not have a research degree, will find it very helpful to publish jointly with an established author. There are many practical things to learn and having a coach or collaborator at the outset of a publishing career is very helpful indeed. Essentially this is not very different to having a supervisor for a research degree. It is sometimes useful to have two or three or even four authors who can bring different discipline or even cultural perspectives to the research. This is sometimes considered an important criterion when the paper is being written with an international journal and an international audience in mind.
Although it would not be correct to suggest that there is a hard and fast methodology for producing a publishable paper, the following eight points may be useful for beginners to bear in mind when they start out on their publishing careers.
Select a suitable topic area Select a suitable topic area
A topic area could be considered suitable if it is of interest to the researcher and if it provides an opportunity to solve a problem which is regarded as being of some importance or relevance to both the academic and the practitioner communities (Benbasaat and Zmud 1999; Davenport and Marcus 1999; Whitehead 2000) . At the outset of the research, the topic area needs to be considered as a provisional area of interest until the literature review has been completed. This area of interest should be related to the researcher's strengths and these would normally be associated with either his or her original discipline of study or, sometimes, the field in which he or she has had considerable working experience. However, it is also advisable that the topic area is not too narrowly focused at this stage. It may be interesting to look at other associated disciplines to enquire if there are any interesting inter-linkages.
DeSantis (1993) comments that the research topic should address problems that are important to advancing the body of knowledge. However, it is critical that the researcher does not take on too extensive a project as this will almost certainly lead to problems which cause the work to be abandoned. For more than one reason, it is far better for the author to take on several, relatively small-scale, academic papers than one big one. In the first place, the academic community values the number of publications and thus the greater the number the better. Secondly, small-scale academic paper projects will usually encounter fewer problems than large scale ones and thus there is a much higher probability that they will be finished.
Perform a literature review Perform a literature review
The next step is to review the literature in some detail. This means reading as much of the academically published material on the subject as possible. In all disciplines there are the leading journals, which need to be consulted. For example, Hamilton and Ives (1983) The Web is an especially powerful tool for obtaining access to current issues and ideas. However, as anyone at anytime can place material on the Web, considerable caution needs to be exercised in regarding as authoritative data or information found on the Web. In formal academic research, references to issues and ideas found on the Web need to be used sparingly and, where possible, they need to be corroborated with evidence from more traditional sources.
Thus, the emphasis of the literature study should be placed on papers published in academically reviewed journals.
By the end of the literature review the researcher should have a vision of what he or she wishes to achieve in the research. This vision should spell out the type of result the researcher wants to achieve.
Choose a methodology Choose a methodology
There are many factors to be considered when choosing an appropriate research methodology. In the first place the literature review should reveal not only a suitable problem to be researched but also a suitable methodology, which has been applied to this type of research question before. This certainly implies that the researcher is familiar with the range of methodologies available, as well as knowing something about their strengths and weaknesses.
The topic to be researched is one of the primary drivers to the choice of methodology. As a general rule, precedent should be followed, although this may be abandoned if a suitable case can be made for a new methodological approach. The research culture in the institute is also an important determining factor, as is the skill and interest of the researcher's supervisor. Other stakeholders, such as the funders of the research, may also be influential.
In certain cases, researchers may use multimethodologies. For example, having used case studies to establish a grounded theory (Glasser & Strauss 1967) , a researcher may use a survey to confirm a theoretical conjecture. Considerable care needs to be taken when multi-methodologies are employed as such an approach may lead to confusing results (Patton1990).
The choice of methodology may change during the research project, which may be seen as a journey in which the researcher can move from one paradigm to another as his or her understanding of the research problem changes.
Formalise a research question Formalise a research question
The literature review should reveal problems or areas of incomplete knowledge in the field of interest. These problems will first manifest themselves as research questions and these need to be reduced to a formal research problem in such a way that it is testable. This means developing a theoretical conjecture and deriving from this a set of either hypotheses or empirical generalisations.
Collect evidence Collect evidence
A suitable evidence collection strategy is required and the researcher may choose from numerous different combinations such as case studies, action research or surveys to mention only three. In general, business and management researchers ask how and why questions and evidence collection strategies need to focus on these sorts of enquiries. How and why questions tend to be of more value to academic business research than those which concern themselves with how much or when. Some research questions lend themselves to qualitative data, while others require more quantitative evidence (Remenyi et al 1998).
Analyse the evidence Analyse the evidence
Once the evidence has been collected it is necessary to analyse it. The approach to evidence analysis varies enormously. It depends on whether quantitative or qualitative evidence has been acquired. It depends on the mathematical sophistication of the researcher. In general, much analysis may be performed with relatively little mathematical or statistical background.
Write the paper Write the paper
It is important to catch the reader's attention from the very beginning. Thus the paper should begin with a convincing argument as to why the subject is important and what the paper has to offer. These statements should, where possible, be tied into the literature from which it should be clear that the paper addresses a gap in the published knowledge.
It is then useful to make clear to the reader the research methodological paradigm the author is using in the paper. Thus, for example, there should be a clear statement as to whether or not the paper is theoretical or empirical. From this point the author should state what are the practical implications of the work, if any.
If the paper being written is based on empirical work, it is important to state the assumptions behind the collection of the evidence, as evidence can only be understood in terms of what sample was used and what that collection process has adopted. Following on from this it is also important to discuss the types of analytical techniques that were used. Assumptions concerning quantitative and qualitative research paradigms should be clearly articulated. Evidence should not be over-analysed. Often relatively simple statistical techniques will provide sufficient insight to be able to deduce interesting conclusions.
In empirical studies it is most important to ensure that the evidence supports the conclusions drawn. A useful test to apply is to ask if the same evidence could support alternative conclusions. If this is the case then this fact needs to be clearly stated.
Conclusions of the research Conclusions of the research
Writing the conclusions is sometimes the most creative part of a research project. As mentioned above, the evidence must support the conclusions. The conclusions must convince the reader that something of value has been added to the body of knowledge. As Collins (1994) points out, the conclusions deduced from the research need to be carefully argued in such a way that they will convince the research community.
Generally the conclusions should offer insights into problems or situations and perhaps practical advice. These need to be highlighted as the contribution the author is making to the discipline. It is important that the conclusions should not be simple motherhoods that are completely obvious. On the other hand a research paper, even one published in an international journal does not have to be capable of winning a Nobel Prize.
Advice from editors Advice from editors
Being published in the academic journals is the final objective of writing academic papers and this point should never be lost. The following is a summary of advice collected from the editors of three academic journals by the authors of this paper. It is believed that would-be authors of academic papers will find this advice useful.
Fundamentals
Novice authors sometimes do not realise that a paper should only be sent to one journal at a time. It is important to comply with this requirement, as there will be substantial embarrassment if the paper is accepted for publication by two journals simultaneously. If a journal refuses to accept a paper for publishing, then the author is free to send it to another journal if he or she so wishes.
Authors need to be realistic about the length of time it can take for a paper to be reviewed. Some journals state in their instructions to authors that they can obtain comments from referees in a few months (Sloan Management Review 2001) , whereas others can take a couple of years. This means that authors who wish to maintain a publishing rate of two to three papers per year need to have six to ten papers submitted to various journals at any one time.
Relevance, rigour and impact
There are three key issues that are central to an editor wishing to publish an academic paper on which an author needs to focus. These are relevance, rigour relevance, rigour and impact impact (Kourrie and Introna1995) .
Relevance
Relevance refers to the fact that the academic paper addresses issues that are of interest to the target audience of the journal. The issue of rigour rigour concerns the fact that the research reported in the paper has been performed using an appropriate methodology. The impact impact issue asks the question as to why top scholars or practitioners would be bothered to read the paper. For this to be the case, a high degree of originality is essential.
Relevance is always a critical issue but it needs to be matched by an appropriate level of academic rigour. In the words of Galliers (1995) :
In an applied discipline such as Information Systems, I would argue that it is important that we undertake research that is seen to be relevant by our colleagues in IS Practice, as well as sufficiently scholarly by our colleagues in academia.
There is little doubt that a similar comment is true for most academic fields of study.
Writing style
Many editors, by way of the instructions to authors, advise contributors to ensure that their papers are readable, well organised and exhibit good writing style (Management Science, 2001) . It is surprising just how many papers are actually written in a style that makes the ideas expressed in them very inaccessible. Furthermore, some reviewers are very critical of papers that are not easy to read, even when the research is sound. Thus, papers should be drafted and re-drafted until they read well. Some journals accept the use of graduate level mathematics in the paper with the proviso that it has to be essential for the understanding of the subject. It is sometimes necessary to demonstrate that a paper appeals to professionals as well as academics (Management Science 1995) . Furthermore authors should always ensure that their identity is not revealed anywhere in the body of the manuscript (Lee 2000) .
Choose the proposed journal carefully
It is important to choose a well-regarded journal that will draw the academic community's attention to the work. This is essential if the work is to be recognised and if it is to be appreciated by both academics and practitioners. King (1993) expressed this well when he said:
New knowledge should make a difference in some way, materially, aesthetically, spiritually. A good academic journal should disseminate new information directly to those who can apply it. At minimum and as a regular matter, a good academic journal should stimulate the research community to improve its performance in creating new and useful knowledge.
The first consideration in the choice of the journal is to establish if there exists a match between the prospective journal and the work and this is perhaps the most important issue in selecting a journal to which to send a paper. Thus it would usually be a waste of time to send papers on the future of artificial intelligence or techniques in database design to a journal that publishes in the field of computer security systems (Galliers 1995) .
Papers that add to a continuing debate in a journal usually stand a better chance of being published. Therefore, consider whether the proposed paper contributes to an ongoing interest of the journal. If this is the case, it is worthwhile ensuring that the paper quotes work already published in the chosen journal.
Instructions to authors
Obtain a copy of the instructions to authors that specify how the paper should be presented to the journal. These should be read carefully and complied with. They differ from journal to journal and many authors do not notice the difference. It is important to comply with the journal's length requirements. If the paper is too long or too short the journal may reject it.
Papers submitted in the wrong format such as single spaced when double spacing is required or using the wrong referencing convention, can create a very negative impression from the start. In fact some journals automatically reject all papers that do not fully comply precisely with all the stated instructions to authors.
Summary and conclusions Summary and conclusions
An insufficient number of university teachers write academic papers that are publishable in refereed journals of international standard.
There are several key reasons for this poor publishing record including the fact that many university teachers do not know what is required in order to reach a publishable standard. Many fear failure and rejection of their work. Others do not have sufficient commitment to the publishing process, which can be long and difficult and sometimes quite tedious. Furthermore, sometimes the institution does not provide sufficient resources in terms of time away from teaching and administration or money to cover research and publishing costs.
Although it is not a trivial matter it is also not as difficult to produce a publishable paper as those who do not publish often think. Also there is a very definite learning curve working for the academic writer, which means that the second paper is easier than the first and the third is easier than the second and so on. After a half a dozen or so published papers, each additional one is really no great problem. It is hoped that the eight-point programme for developing a rigorous academic paper described above, will be of help to beginners to get started.
